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“First of all, let’s get one thing straight. Your Italy and our Italia are not the same thing. Italy is a soft drug peddled in predictable packages, such as hills in the sunset, olive groves, lemon trees, white wine, and raven-haired girls. Italia, on the other hand, is a maze. 

It’s alluring, but complicated.”

La Bella Figura – Beppe Severgnini
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“... the surface of Italian life, often gay and playful, sometimes bleak and tragic, has many of the characteristics of a show.”

“... not (as many think) developed by people who find life rewarding and exhilarating, but by pessimistic, realistic, resigned and frightened people.”

The Italians -  Luigi Barzini

Italy Behind the Scenes

Italy behind the scenes? Is there a hidden Italy that one doesn’t see unless one starts looking for it? That's the question that undoubtedly comes to mind immediately, and the answer is: Yes. This hidden version of the country exists in the minds of non-Italians who are seduced by the romantic image of a country of sun, sea, gondolas, pasta, and wine into thinking that Italy is paradise on earth. A paradise populated only by friendly, cheerful gondoliers who drink wine all day, sing "O sole mio​[1]," and have carpe diem engraved in their hearts. A country dotted with nothing but beautiful castles, restored country houses, and architectural wonder villas in a hilly landscape full of meticulously maintained vineyards, lawns trimmed with nail scissors, and no litter anywhere. A country without ugliness and mess where only beauty can be found. Ah...

Forget it.

Beppe Severgnini, journalist and author of books in which he tries to explain Italy, Italians, and even Berlusconi to bewildered foreigners, put it this way in La Bella Figura:

"Let me make one thing clear from the start. Your Italy and our Italia are not the same. Italy is a soft drug peddled in predictable packages such as hills in the sunset, olive groves, lemon trees, white wine, and raven-haired girls. Italia, on the other hand, is a maze. Demanding, but intriguing."

Luigi Barzini, author of what is still considered a standard work on Italian social culture, The Italians:

"...on the surface, Italian life, which is sometimes cheerful and playful, then again pale and tragic, has many of the characteristics of a show."

Tim Parks also noticed this in his book Italian Education: "...and the thought occurs to me that this predictable and required theatricality, like the strict routine of almost every aspect of Italian life... is a way to help people live well. You feel most relaxed when you know exactly what is expected of you."

And my mind immediately goes to the quintessentially Italian commedia dell'arte, the carnivalesque theater with the figures of the cheerful Arlequino and the sad Pierrot.

Barzini elaborates further on this characteristic of Italian culture and the Italian character: "The first aim of the show is to make life acceptable."

Because: "Boring and unimportant moments in life must be embellished and made pleasant with appropriate decorations and rituals. Ugly things must be hidden, unpleasant and tragic facts swept under the carpet."

And: "These customs were not (as many think) developed by people who find life valuable and exciting, but by a pessimistic, realistic, resigned, and fearful people."

My own amazement at the huge difference between the current image of Italy and its inhabitants and reality dates back to the first weeks I stayed in Italy. That's when we met the landlords of our temporary apartment in Pavia, the brothers Giorgio and Franco. In my book Moving to Italy, I wrote the following about it:

"The brothers seemed to represent different aspects of 'the Italian': Franco the jovial, carefree, cheerful, non-serious Italian, the proverbial Italian as every foreigner imagines him; Giorgio precisely the worried, pessimistic, and somewhat depressive version of the Italian, as you often encounter here too. It's not without reason that many Italians, when asked how they are doing, don't answer bene, good but non c'è male, not bad, it's okay. Franco, however, always greeted you with a deafening Tutto bene? A question that was meant rhetorically because he repeated it whenever you fell silent: Tutto bene? He didn't really listen. With Giorgio, however, you quickly became involved in a profound and serious conversation about the shortcomings of Italy and its inhabitants and about one's own hopelessness. Italy apparently has two completely different character traits. Is Italy perhaps manic-depressive?"

And my amazement didn't stop there. The contractor who carried out renovations on our house in 2008 surprised us when he once urged us at the end of the day to lock the front door properly and wedge a kitchen chair under the handle. Otherwise, you never knew, all kinds of shady people roamed around in the evening. We had already laughed heartily about that front door when we first entered the house: “What a door,” we exclaimed, “that wouldn't be out of place in a bank as a vault door!” It was a heavy door about ten centimeters thick that we had never encountered before as the front door of a residence. And now, according to the contractor, a kitchen chair still had to be placed against it. Fortunately, all the windows on the ground floor were already equipped with iron grilles, because otherwise...

Another example: during a walk in a nice spring sun that was remarkably early for the time of year, I met a neighbor and expressed my joy about the beautiful weather. “Sì, sì,” he replied, “dopo lo pagheremo però. But later we'll pay the bill.” It's nice weather now, but later...

So I had barely lived in the country when I began to notice things that I had never noticed as a tourist. Apparently, you first have to take off your tourist hat, leave your Hawaiian shirt in the closet, and collapse your selfie stick to be open to the real Italian reality. The romantic haze that you had drawn over everything and everyone in this sunny southern country in your holiday mood suddenly falls away and then you see Italy as you've never seen it before.

It happened to me for the first time in 2007, and it has continued to happen since those first weeks. Even after fifteen years, you still discover new behaviors that make up the social culture of Italy: a complex, intensely interwoven network in which everything seems to be connected to everything (sometimes in an almost incomprehensible way). In this book, I give the reader a glimpse into this real Italy, as I have experienced it over the years. Brief sketches and anecdotes from the daily life of a non-Italian in a culture still largely unknown to him. All this at the places everyone visits regularly: the supermarket, the bar, the restaurant, the post office, the family doctor, and so on. Where you can observe the real Italian. In the wild. Come, let's go take a look!​​​​​

In the supermarket

In front of me in line at the checkout of the Basko supermarket stands a shriveled old man grumbling. He has a sun-tanned head that tapers from a large, spherical, bald crown to a pointy chin. His thick, semi-circular eyebrows give him the face of a clown, but he doesn't look happy. He says something to everyone who comes near him, always the same thing. He also addresses me, and although I don't understand him, I nod to him kindly to be done with it. However, he doesn't know when to stop, and just as I'm starting to get annoyed, I see the paper bags with bread he's carrying and suddenly understand what he's saying:

"Ha messo i guanti? Ha messo i guanti? Did you put on the gloves?" He follows this with some unintelligible muttering, ending with the general conclusion "Povera Italia."

He obviously just came from the bakery section and probably took bread from the bins without wearing the mandatory plastic gloves. And he was caught by a staff member or a fussy customer who pointed out that for hygiene reasons, you're not allowed to touch the bread with your bare hands. I suddenly sympathize with him and my irritation shifts to the complainers. I'm always in violation too because I hate those plastic contraptions that are also mandatory in the fruit and vegetable section. When I need tomatoes, nectarines, or apples and such, I first look around furtively and then quickly grab a few with my bare hand before walking to the scale with a quasi-innocent look. It's precisely there that those gloves are extremely un-handy because how do you get the price sticker on the plastic produce bag without it sticking to the glove? Impossible. Away with those wretched things, then.

I've never been caught myself, probably also because I pick up the first tomato or nectarine or apple by folding the plastic bag inside out over my hand. It then looks as if I do have a glove on. But that doesn't work anymore for the second tomato and beyond.

It's nonsense anyway, I think. Excessive hygiene fetishism of the naturally hypochondriac Italian character. For most fruits, you don't eat the skin, which in the overly anxious mind of the Italian is contaminated with life-threatening bacilli. And fruits that you do consume whole, like all vegetables, should always be washed thoroughly, as I learned from my good old mother (and the family doctor). Research has also shown that the checkout is the most bacilli-contaminated part of a supermarket. Not the fruit and vegetable section, let alone the bakery. No, the conveyor belt where everything is placed (including items that have been on the floor: filthy!) and which nobody ever cleans, that's the real breeding ground for bacilli.

And if the above doesn't demonstrate convincingly enough that the gloves are nonsensical, there's also the environmentally conscious zeitgeist: think about all that unnecessary disposable plastic that eventually ends up in the ocean to bring the already extinction-threatened animal species one step closer to the abyss (or is the plastic of the gloves biodegradable?). Plastic gloves, no, I cannot reconcile their use with my conscience. I am a conscientious objector regarding the use of too much plastic in supermarkets. Well, they're mainly inconvenient.

The grumpy little man's turn to pay comes, and he now continues against the cashier, who smiles kindly but says nothing in return:

"Ha messo i guanti? Ha messo i guanti? Povera Italia!"

He's exaggerating a bit. Poor Italy? But all Italians do that, I realize now that I think about it. The average Italian is not at all the O sole mio singing, life-affirming cheerful sun worshipper or gondolier that the cool northerner takes him for. On the contrary, he and she are weighed down by often unnecessary concerns about health and safety.

And so many an Italian concludes their lament about what the government or what politicians have come up with now, with "Povera Italia!" We are delivered to the heathens and there is nothing left that can save us. "Siamo messi male. We are in a bad state. Poor Italy!"

​​​​​At the neighbor’s

From my balcony, I hear Alberto's nasal whining voice. I can't understand him, but I don't need to. From experience, I know that what he has to say is never very interesting, and moreover, he keeps repeating himself. Poor Nicola. He has to listen to this nagging day in and day out.

Nicola is Alberto's "farmhand." Farmhand in quotation marks because Nicola knows more about viticulture than Alberto, even though the latter has spent his entire life on the farm. After his father died, Alberto had to hire a permanent farmhand, Nicola that is, because he can't even operate a tractor himself. Not a tractor! The wine farmer's most crucial tool. Mowing weeds, spreading fertilizer, spraying pesticides, transporting grapes: the tractor, equipped with all kinds of mechanical accessories, is indispensable for almost everything. But Alberto has not managed to master the operation of this vehicle in the almost fifty years (that is, his entire life) that he has lived on the farm. Perhaps Francesco, his rather headstrong father, wouldn't let him.

I still remember the pitiful scene I witnessed from the balcony a few years ago. Francesco was already deteriorating quite a bit but kept working stubbornly and tried to park the tractor with trailer in its place at the end of the day. It didn't go so smoothly anymore, and despite Alberto's instructions, it took more than half an hour before the tractor was finally where Francesco thought it should be. It was unbearable to watch. A few months later, Francesco was dead.

And then Nicola appeared, a guest worker from Ukraine who, unlike most other Eastern European work slaves (Romanians, Albanians, Bulgarians, Moldovans, etc.), stays in Italy all year round. He lives in the pink outbuilding that we look out on from the balcony. Sometimes we wave briefly, or he comes by for a chat. He warns us when he has to spray pesticides with the tractor so we can close the windows in time and bring in the laundry. Alberto doesn't care whether he causes us any inconvenience or not: he deliberately sends Nicola, despite his objections, with the tractor early in the morning along the grape vines closest to our house, even though he knows we have guests who would like to sleep in.

"If his mother dies, he'll shoot himself in the head," Nicola has told us several times. He often gossips with us about his employer. They are mainly lamentations: "Alberto knows nothing, can do nothing, understands nothing, he just talks nonsense. Ha una patata in testa! Even a pig is smarter!" One day, Nicola whispered to us, looking around nervously, that he only gets paid per hour worked. If they cannot work due to rain or snow, he earns nothing. Fortunately, his Moldovan girlfriend Elena has a steady income as a badante, a live-in caretaker for a wealthy lady in Milan. A nasty woman reportedly, but she pays well. On weekends, Elena visits Nicola with money and provisions.

"Alberto is an incredible miser. He doesn't even bring me water when I'm sitting on the tractor all morning in the blazing summer sun, because it costs money. At least twelve cents per bottle," Nicola told us once while a sarcastic expression appeared on his sun-weathered and furrowed face. Nicola is not tall and stands a bit crooked but is bear-strong and indestructible. Even the vodka that he consumes in considerable quantities (we never see him sitting on his veranda without a bottle) doesn't get him down. In the spring, he saw how my husband Nico, with his old, stiff, and retired limbs, attempted to climb the willows in our garden to prune them. He immediately came to help, climbed the trees as nimbly as a monkey, and completed the job in an instant. A nice neighbor is better than a grumpy boss.

"In winter, he turns off the gas. I have to make do with the wood stove in the living room. So, I just sleep on the couch instead of in bed," Nicola confesses. We shake our heads and wonder how he endures it, but like him, we are powerless. There's no talking to Alberto.

"And he pays me six euros per hour worked, while seven is the minimum. Everyone gets seven euros, except me."

When we ask why he doesn't protest or go on strike or work for someone else, Nicola whispers that his papers are not in order. He is a clandestino, an illegal worker. If Alberto wants to cause trouble, he's in for it.

In summer, vacation time, Elena's daughter is sometimes visiting, and then Nicola occasionally asks if they can come swimming in our piscina. We don't mind as long as we don't have paying guests eager to swim. The first time, Nicola timidly handed us a ten euro note. He wanted to pay for it. From his starvation wages! Of course, we refused. Now, from time to time, they come by with a cooler and towels and set themselves up by the pool, which is a great luxury for them. While Elena gets into the cool water and her daughter sunbathes, Nicola invariably pulls out a few glasses and a bottle from the cooler. The vodka.

"Drienk, ragazzi, drienk!" he shouts. And then he starts talking about Alberto, his boss, who is a stronzo, a bastard.

​​​​​At the doctor’s

My doctor and I, we know each other inside out after ten years. Our increasingly frequent encounters (advancing age comes with ailments) are beginning to resemble comic sketches. We are completely attuned to each other. A comic duo in the treatment room. So, with each visit to my medico di famiglia, besides the inevitable complaints about my minor ailments, there's always something to laugh about.

However, for me as a non-Italian, the fun starts earlier, even before I enter Dr. Dezza's sanctuary: in the waiting room. Especially during the winter season, this desolate space is usually filled with heavily bundled-up elderly people who stare gloomily and silently ahead as if the Last Judgment is imminent. And it is, because Dezza's diagnoses are relentless.

The mood in the antechamber changes magically, however, when someone sees an acquaintance come in. The cheerful ciao ciao ciao's and come stai?'s are abundant then, only ending after a few minutes. Afterward, the whispering begins, and I have to prick up my ears not to miss the highlight. It never takes long before the acquaintances begin to exchange their minor complaints and discomforts, and these litanies follow a fixed pattern, deeply worn by generations of complaining Italians.

As soon as I think I catch the term colpo d'aria from the furtive whispering, I brace myself. Here it comes, here it comes, I think then. Yes, yes... Yeeees! "Mi fa male il cervicale," one of the conversation partners confesses to my great delight, in a tone as if it were a rare incurable condition. The cervicale is epidemic in any case, because all Italians suffer from it. I don't, because I'm not Italian, and foreigners don't know what a cervicale is. And you can't have pain in a body part you don't know you have, as Dezza once explained to me in detail.

Completely cheered up by the familiar waiting room scene, I finally entered Dezza's room. As always, the medico is staring at his laptop screen. He greets my "Buonasera" (I usually visit the afternoon consultation hours, and in Italy, the evening already begins after the lunch break) with a kindly smile. "Stephanus," he says and already types my name to bring up my extensive complaints file. He no longer starts about my second, so mysterious to him, name Aloysius lately, after I explained to him that it simply means Luigi. "Mi dica," he continues. Two sharp twinkling eyes look at me piercingly from behind his refined frames.

I explain that I've been suffering from a painful knee for weeks, but before I can elaborate on this, I'm already lying on the examination table with my pants lowered. Dezza kneads both my knees alternately. The right one is indeed a bit swollen. Dezza wants to know if I've bumped it or done something else stupid. The moment of truth. I already know what he's going to say when I confess how the pain originated. He will lecture me in an ironic tone.

I hesitate for a moment but then tell the truth anyway. "Pilates. I think I slightly overstretched it during an exercise." Dezza raises his eyes to heaven, lets his arms fall along his body, and returns defeated to his desk. He deliberately lets his shoulders droop. Even while I'm still struggling with my trouser legs, he begins: "I really don't understand why everyone does such stupid things. Over fifty, swimming is the only safe sport. The rest only leads to misery. Fitness, running, gymnastics, Pilates: all life-threatening." After this tirade, he pulls his mouth into a broad smile, because he knows that his reprimands, like all of life, are futile.

"That Pilates has actually helped me get rid of my back pain," I counter. That should be a sufficient argument, because after a decade, Dezza can practically dream about my back complaints.

But no.

"And instead of a sore back, you now have a swollen knee." He grins and indicates the size of a knee so large that even an elephant would have gone to the doctor with it. I burst out laughing.

"Yet without all those fools who get sports injuries, you'd be out of work," I say. Now Dezza laughs again.

"No, no, no. I have enough work. Even without all these fesserie, stupidities."

Enough fun for today. I receive a prescription for painkillers and step back into the waiting room. There's still little to laugh about there, although they must have heard Dezza and me. At the farmacia, I'm standing in line. At some point, the door opens, and another customer comes in. I recognize him from the waiting room, the cervicale sufferer. But what do I feel? A draft? A colpo d'aria! Oh no, really? Now the cervicale can't be far away either. Perhaps the pharmacist has a remedy for it? Something homeopathic? A potion without active ingredients for a non-existent ailment: that must be effective.​

At the pharmacy

When I walk into the pharmacy, I see the same faces I encountered earlier in the doctor's waiting room. It's the familiar calvary journey of all the residents of the village afflicted by an ailment: first to the general practitioner and then with the prescription to the only pharmacy the village has. Fortunately, the medicine dispenser is within walking distance of the doctor so that even the weakest can reach it in time.

Although? From the terrace of the equally nearby bar, where the old male villagers seek their salvation and healing in a completely different medicine, I once overheard a conversation about a woman who was suddenly struck by an ictus, a stroke, on her way to the pharmacy. She just collapsed in the middle of the street. Nothing more could be done; the life-saving medicine had remained just out of her reach. The little men on the terrace had a full view of the drama. The woman who died so painfully happened to be the brand-new owner of the competing bar across the street.

Until recently, this bar was run by le gemelle, the twin sisters. It was then a cozy bar with a cluttered terrace with worn tables and chairs and even a faded and peeling swing bench. After years of toiling, the twins retired, and the new owner immediately spruced up the bar: lots of plastic, steel and glass, and gleaming mirrors inside, plus a huge covered and elevated terrace outside. She didn't quite make it to the opening.

Perhaps it was for the best, because the large terrace is often frighteningly empty. The old men don't like newfangleness and remain loyal to their regular address. With a view of the pharmacy. Did they ever go there themselves? Or were they the winners of the survival of the fittest, who don't need medicine? Every day they see the stream of sick and weak people limping to the medicine man, while they take another sip of their wine. Good for the heart. Isn't it?

I reach the pharmacy alive and well and now wait my turn. I stay neatly behind the red line that is taped to the floor about a meter and a half away from the counter. This is for the sake of privacy, which is highly valued in Italy. It doesn't help much in this case because I can easily see what medicines the person in front of me needs to stay on their feet. I have plenty of time to observe this because the pharmacist is very slow in his actions. He walks unsteadily, speaks softly, and his hands tremble. Parkinson's, I suspect. That's something, I muse, to be the owner of a shop full of medicines but have no chance of a cure yourself.

The dispensing of a box of pills requires a number of actions, of which peeling a minuscule sticker from each box must be the greatest torment for this pharmacist. Endlessly, the small knife trembles in his hand above the box before he dares to pierce it. With each box again. When he has finally pried off the sticker, he has to stick it on the prescription form, in an equally small, designated box. More trembling and shaking. Fortunately, his wife often comes to help so that things move along a bit faster.

While waiting, I also always look in wonder at the tables set up in the shop with the latest beauty ointments and alternative remedies for less serious physical ailments. Vitamin pills, calming agents, homeopathic drinks. Each time there is a completely different arrangement, undoubtedly supplied free of charge by the manufacturer. This is clearly the less serious department of the pharmacy where everyone, like a child in a generous candy store, can take their pick as they please. The real medicines, on the other hand, are safely stored in large drawer cabinets behind the counter.

This time I'm here for an alternative to the cholesterol-lowering statins that have been causing me such muscle pain lately.

“Dolori muscolari, sì, sono causati della statina, sicurissimo,” my doctor Dezza assured me. “Muscle pain is indeed a side effect of statins.” But there was an alternative. Not a real medicine, rather an integratore alimentare, a kind of dietary supplement, but “anche gli scettici ci possono credere, even skeptics can believe in it". Thus Dezza, who gave me his familiar ironic look. Did he take me for a skeptic? “Un po' di effetto c'è, it has a bit of an effect,” he added reassuringly. “Non è statina, però, perché se fosse statina, sarebbe chiamata statina. It's not a statin, though, because if it were a statin, it would be called a statin.” That look again. What was I to make of it?

In the pharmacy, it turned out that the vitamin remedy had to come from the serious department after all. I stepped outside contentedly with a real medicine. The blood already seemed to be flowing more smoothly through my veins. There I saw the little men from the bar, and they saw me. Would I ever belong to their strong ranks? First, I should dutifully continue taking my pills for a while.​

At the real estate agent's

A shadow falls across the screen of my mobile phone, which I’m peering at to see if there happens to be an open Wi-Fi network here on the café terrace in Casteggio. I expect it will take a while for Nico and the others to return. But no, I look up and suddenly Marco is standing at my table. He looks slightly bewildered, throws his briefcase onto an empty chair, and says:

“Well, we’re already done.”

“Already done?” I exclaim. “This soon? You’ve been away less than five minutes!”

Meanwhile, I see the rest of the meeting group also strolling up, gesturing animatedly. Marco sits down.

‘Yes, he was offended, closed his folder, and we could leave,’ he blurts out. He sounds breathless with excitement. I’ve never seen him like this before, the epitome of nonchalance and level-headedness. He is flabbergasted, in the truest sense of the word, by the stunt the Italian estate agent has pulled on him. Of course, it would take an Italian, of all people, to get Marco so flustered.

A few months earlier, we had first met Signor Necchi at the little house Marco and Cora had their eye on – our Dutch friends who had been spending their holidays with us for years. A nice spot for short and longer holidays in the region they had fallen in love with, the Oltrepò Pavese. While a colleague (his wife?) of Necchi’s gave the tour, he himself waited in the garden. He looked like a down-at-heel amanuensis, with his battered shoes, worn-out trousers, and unshaven face. His shirt was tight around his fat, stocky torso, and he had apparently been wearing it for weeks (day and night) because it seemed to have melded with his skin through the effect of sweat. He was too filthy to touch, and at first, we didn’t even realize that he was the titolare of the estate agency: Francesco Necchi, agente immobiliare in Casteggio, official representative, affiliato, of Tecnocasa Holding S.p.a.

Like Necchi, I was also waiting outside for the others to finish the viewing because the inside of the house had overwhelmed me. I had literally fled outside; I found it that depressing inside. Rickety, ancient, rusty wall heaters, shabby furniture, a cramped layout with small windows and little daylight. Terrible. Marco and Cora, however, were quite charmed by the house and, to my surprise, came out almost cheering.

‘This is it!’ they shouted. They brushed aside my objections with the remark that you had to imagine what it could become. As far as I was concerned, however, there was only one way to imagine this house: run a bulldozer over it. Necchi, too, was apparently not very convinced of the quality of his merchandise because while the others were still inside, he confided in me that a good third could be knocked off the asking price. Very handy that the estate agent in Italy is supposed to work for both parties, seller and buyer, I thought, but don’t ask me how they manage that. Later, we understood that Necchi resolves this dilemma by only working for himself.

It was agreed with the estate agent that he would gather all the necessary documents (land registry, proof of ownership, mortgage details) and then arrange a meeting at his office. Cora and Marco had to travel back to the Netherlands at the end of the week, but that wasn’t a problem. All the information would assolutamente be available before then. Non ci sono problemi – where had we heard that before? Oh yes, that’s what the estate agent, alias good-for-nothing and nitwit, who sold us our house in 2008, had said. Was that a good sign? Well, no. And indeed, the promised appointment before their departure never materialized, even after some insistence on our part.

Why didn’t Necchi already have the papers for that house complete? It had clearly been empty for a long time and had probably been for sale just as long. Necchi certainly had the habit of only taking action when a potential buyer appeared. And even then, he didn’t hurry. In this beautiful, sunny, southern country, he was far from the only one in this regard, as we knew by now from experience.

After this first acquaintance, we nicknamed the estate agent "Fatneck," referring to his bull neck.

“Has Fatneck called yet?” became the standard question in our contact with Cora and Marco in the following period. The answer invariably: “No, not yet.”

Months later, Cora and Marco were back. They had meanwhile done all their preparatory work and would be able to purchase the depressing house, if Fatneck had also gathered all the information. The long-awaited appointment took place at the estate agent’s office. Necchi sat at a wide white desk in a very narrow room, with a spotless, white, and completely empty bookcase against the wall behind him. In front of him lay a thin file. Was that all? we wondered. It turned out to be all he had indeed, and it wasn’t enough. But that didn’t bother Necchi because he tore an A3 sheet from a pad and held it up to us. Proposta d’acquisto was written on it in large letters.

He wanted Cora and Marco to sign a preliminary purchase agreement right away.

“Woah, that’s too fast,” I exclaimed. “What about a possible mortgage on the house?” Oh, that was no problem, according to the property expert; there was still a debt of 23,000 euros, but if we divided the final purchase price into two cheques, one for the debt and the rest for the house, everything would be fine.

Did he at least have proof from the bank of that mortgage debt? we wanted to know. No, not yet. We decided it was much better not to sign yet, however annoying and disappointing. There were still too many uncertainties. However, Cora and Marco did make an opening bid to start the negotiations. That amount was far too low, according to Necchi, but he would talk to the owner. We would hear more soon, perhaps tonight, otherwise tomorrow morning at the latest. He no longer remembered his earlier claim that a good third could be knocked off the asking price.

Naturally, Fatneck didn’t call back that evening or the next morning. We decided to request the necessary information ourselves via online internet services that can provide land registry data. And what turned out? There was no longer a mortgage on the house. All the better, because we didn’t like the trick with the two cheques anyway. But how did Fatneck arrive at those 23,000 euros?

We asked him during the many phone calls with which we pursued him. Had he spoken to the owner yet? No, but he was going to do it tonight. We would know more tomorrow. Domani. Domani. Weeks went by. The annoyance grew, and with it, the reluctance to reward Fatneck with a sum equal to 3% of the purchase price. What had he done for it so far?

Eventually, we no longer believed we could make progress through estate agent Fatneck and devised a cunning plan. Perhaps we could find out the owner’s name and phone number so we could approach him directly? We asked a few Italian neighbors, and through a chain of contacts, this devious plan yielded the desired information within a few days. Our neighbor and friend Roberto was willing to call the owner and cautiously present our case. He would be able to do that much better than us, not only because of the language but also because he mastered the required Italian courtesies in human interaction, which we, as direct, blunt Dutch people, could never display. Roberto indeed proceeded with wonderful elegance and discretion. We listened with admiration but, of course, didn’t hear the other side of the conversation.

It turned out that the owner knew nothing of any serious interest from Dutch clients and certainly not of an initial offer. Necchi hadn’t passed anything on at all. When Roberto told us that, we could hardly believe it. What on earth was that man doing? The owner was also surprised but was provisionally tied to Necchi (until March 2018) because he had granted him exclusivity. Stupid, stupid, stupid. So, we had to contact Necchi again, the owner said, and he would do the same to get things moving. Sigh.

And so it is that on this sunny Saturday morning at ten o’clock, we had another appointment with the cursed estate agent. Cora and Marco were on a few days' holiday in Bologna and were prepared, for goodness’ sake, to sacrifice a day of it, rent a car, and travel two hundred kilometers twice. All for the good cause. It started with Fatneck arriving half an hour late because “his assistant hadn’t passed on the message correctly.” I decided I didn’t want to see the man who had lied to me several times anymore and stayed behind on the terrace. And now, after less than five minutes, it’s already over because Fatneck felt his honor as a professional estate agent had been impugned. The question about what exactly he did for his 3% commission had rubbed him the wrong way.

There’s nothing for it but to wait until March, when the contract between the owner and Necchi ends. Doing business in Italy requires a lot of patience and resilience, especially when estate agents are involved.

Necchi lingered in my thoughts for a while after this affair. Only later did it suddenly occur to me that there was an undeveloped plot in Pavia that was regularly mentioned in the newspaper as the Necchi site. That was the piece of land where Necchi’s sewing machine factory used to stand. Necchi is a sewing machine brand, just as famous in Italy as Singer is in the Netherlands. The conclusion was clear: if you really want to get screwed, you should go to Necchi.

​​​​​​​​​​​​​In the fog

No, of course, I won't let those Italians pull the wool over my eyes. After ten years of living and surviving in this peculiar country, I know enough. So, I mutter to myself as I drive from our house, bathed in the morning sun, down into the valley, where it's quite foggy. A surprising number of cars are coming towards me, and they all have their lights on. Yeah, right, and now I'm supposed to believe that Italians in traffic always dutifully switch on their headlights when it's dim or dark or if it's foggy? No, I'm not falling for that. I know better.

Oops, an oncoming car is taking that bend very wide. I have to jerk my Panda onto the verge to avoid a collision. Lout! Such a typical Italian move, those people really drive like maniacs, I grumble. It's the southern temperament: better to live short, well, and excitingly, on the cutting edge, than long and boring. As a northerner, I have a very different take on that: dying in a traffic accident, that's just too senseless.

Damn it, there's another one that almost hits me. It's as if they don't see me. They're always busy with everything except driving: chattering with the passenger, texting or messaging on their mobile, checking their hair in the rearview mirror (both female and male drivers, la bella figura is unisex), and God knows what else. They never pay attention to what's happening in front of or behind them. They also barely know how to operate their vehicle: how often do cars approach me in the dark with only their parking lights on? Parking lights, who even uses those anymore?

Very carefully, I take the sharp bend in Michelazza where I went into a major skid a few years ago. Although it had frozen, the roads at the top of the hill had been dry, and halfway down into the valley, I was no longer alert to possible icy patches. Even before I started the turn, the car slid out from under me. However, by not braking and constantly counter-steering, I managed to get it safely to the other side of the road where my tires regained grip. Phew. Turns out, I had a bit of Max Verstappen in me. Later, Roberto told me he’d also done a few 360-degree spins there, and I heard that Nico’s choir colleague Salvatore had ended up in the vineyards there. So, Dutch people are clearly better at that. Ha!
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